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The interactional effects of the internal and external university
environment, and the influence of personal values, on satisfaction
among international postgraduate students
Rodney Arambewelaa and John Hallb*
aSchool of Management and Marketing, Deakin University, Geelong, Australia; bDeakin
Graduate School of Business, Deakin University, Melbourne, Australia
The article investigates the interactional effects of internal and external university
learning environments, and the influence of personal values, in the satisfaction
formation process of international postgraduate students from Asia. Past research
on student satisfaction has been narrowly focused on certain aspects of the
university internal environment such as teaching, learning and support services.
While acknowledging the impact of the internal learning environment on student
satisfaction, the article argues that the external community environment, where
students spend most of their academic life, has a much stronger influence on
their satisfaction. It is also argued that students’ personal values have a
mediating influence on the impact on student satisfaction of the internal and
external learning environments. A sample of 411 international postgraduate
business students from five Australian universities is used in the study. Structural
equation modelling is used to analyse the data. Practical implications for
universities are provided.
Keywords: international students; personal values; satisfaction; university;
community experience
Introduction
In the current competitive marketing environment of international education services,
universities are compelled to pursue market orientation strategies placing greater
emphasis on meeting student expectations of service delivery. With the pressure of
increasing student enrolments, decreasing student attrition and enhancing student
experience (Fearn 2008; Trotter and Roberts 2006), the priority on student satisfaction
has never been greater. While there is a large body of literature on customer satisfaction
in different settings and outcomes (Anderson and Fornell 2000; Crotts, Mason, and
Davis 2009; Fornell et al. 1996; Anderson, Fornell, and Mazvancheryl 2004), studies
on student experience and satisfaction in higher education have been narrowly
focused on aspects of the internal environment, such as teaching and learning and ser-
vices offered by the institutions (Elliot and Healey 2001; Lizzio, Wilson, and Symons
2002; Symons 2006; Ting 2000; Wiers-Jenssen, Stensaker, and Grogaard 2002). It is
argued that a better understanding of the student experience and measurement of
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student satisfaction need to encompass broader aspects of the student learning environ-
ment, going beyond the internal environmental factors (LeBlanc and Nguyen 1999).
Two areas that have not been adequately explored in this context are the influence of
the external community environment, in which students spend a significant amount of
their academic life, and the students’ personal values, which provide insights into
student motivations, attitudes, behaviour and decision-making. The external commu-
nity environment reflects the social and physical dimensions of student life outside
of the university campus. This article, therefore, focuses on the impact of both internal
and external environments, as well as the influence of personal values on student sat-
isfaction. Although it is focused on business students, the concept of satisfaction is
based on a psychological paradigm, and viewed as an affective and evaluative response
(Oliver 1980) of students on the quality of services provided by the universities
and their interactions with the external environment (Aldridge and Rowley 1998;
Athiyaman 1997; Taylor and Cronin 1994).
Satisfaction is measured as a composite construct, which is a summated measure of
international students’ satisfaction with key aspects of the internal and external univer-
sity environments. The satisfaction construct, therefore, represents international stu-
dents’ satisfaction with their overall educational experience, which reflects their
prime goal of obtaining their educational qualification within the host country. The
summated measure of student satisfaction is similar to those used in a number of
other studies measuring satisfaction in the university environment (see, for example,
Aldridge and Rowley 1998; Mavondo, Tsarenkoa, and Gabbott 2004; Ueltschya
et al. 2004).
The internationalisation of higher education as a response to globalisation has
had a significant impact on the governance and the structure of the sector in Aus-
tralia. Some of the key challenges within the internal environment of universities
include advances in information and communication technologies, discourses on
new dynamics for social responsibility, reduction in the role of the state in
higher education, and the emergence of the market (Escrigas and Lobera 2009).
Moreover, with the demand for higher education increasing at a greater rate than
the population growth (Guritz 2008), the implications of these changes for univer-
sities and their stakeholders, which include students, are enormous. As some ana-
lysts point out, universities have not only lost much of their past autonomy for
decision-making, they have been forced to give up part of their essential role as
centres of intellectual and cultural life (Altbach 2009). In particular, the over-depen-
dence of universities on income from international student enrolments has acceler-
ated the move towards education being seen as a commodity, and not as a learning
experience (Gibbs 2008).
Another major challenge to universities is sustaining a uniform standard of service
performance (Patterson and Smith 2001), given differing student perceptions. Percep-
tions formed by students about service performance are the result of student attitudes,
which will be expressed either as positive or negative (Keaveney 1995), based on how
far student expectations on the delivery of the services have been met by the university.
If a negative attitude is formed it is difficult to achieve overall satisfaction, and could
result in complaints, decreasing loyalty and negative word-of-mouth promotion (Kau
and Loh 2006; Maxham and Netemeyer 2002). Universities are compelled, therefore,
to assume the critical role of managing both student expectations and perceptions of
service performance in order to improve their students’ attitudes towards the institution
(Bagozzi 1992).
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External community environment
In relation to the external environment, the community life experience of international
students has a major input into international student satisfaction, as over one-third of
student life is spent within the host community. The external community environment
includes the social and physical dimensions outside of the university campus in which
students spend a significant amount of their academic life, engaged in multiple inter-
actions with the host community. The term ‘host communities’ is defined as groups
representing local community members where students live, along with local students
and other international students. The cross-cultural adjustment literature deals exten-
sively with factors influencing the adaptation of students to local cultural and insti-
tutional demands. However, very little research has been undertaken in relation
to the impact of community life experience on international student satisfaction.
Gudykunst (1983) and Levine (1979), in their early research on stranger-host relation-
ships, discuss typologies representing the outcomes of the relationships termed as stran-
gers’ interest in the host community and the host’s reaction. Based on this stranger
concept, the students’ interest in host community could be explained in terms of
visit, residence and membership, which are applicable to the different purposes for
which international education is used (e.g., short-term courses, degree courses and,
finally, migration). The host’s reactions vary in terms of being friendly, ambivalent
and antagonistic, and can directly affect student experience.
Studies dealing with social relationships, such as friendship patterns, discrimi-
nation, living arrangements, housing, and accommodation, have found that inter-
national students who have made satisfactory social contacts with local
communities, despite other barriers, express satisfaction with their learning environ-
ment (Gracia-Aracil et al. 2009; Sam 2001). The barriers to such interactions
include language difficulties, adjustment to a new educational system (Sam 2001),
ambivalent attitude of the host community (Ward and Masgoret 2004), lack of self-
esteem and cultural self-efficacy (Li and Gasser 2005). Studies indicate that
international students have a tendency to spend up to 60% of their academic life
with students from their own countries (Ward and Masgoret 2004). This behaviour
is in line with social identity theory, which suggests that individuals strive to maintain
positive self-esteem through group membership. However, contrary to the criticisms
of international students as deficient in cultural adjustment, there is evidence of
poor response from the host communities to interact with international students,
and inadequate support from the higher education institutions to promote host com-
munity interactions (Ward and Masgoret 2004). The attacks on Indian students in
Australia in 2008 and 2009 (Austin 2010; Miller and Doherty 2009; OneIndia
2009; Ramachandran 2009) cast doubts about international student safety, and the
portrayal of events by the media and the government (Gillard 2009) is a case in
point, where an incident within the host community has had a negative impact on
student experience, satisfaction and future international demand.
The immediate reaction to the incidents by government authorities lacked sub-
stance, apart from a denial that Australia was an unsafe country. However, the serious-
ness of the developments was realised when international student numbers dropped
significantly. Subsequently, the Council of Australian Governments, which includes
state and territory governments, has taken the initiative to develop a five-year inter-
national student strategy, in which government support for community engagement
activities has been assured from 2011.
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Personal values
Personal values have long been considered an important variable in understanding con-
sumer behaviour and decision-making (Rokeach 1973) and have been used in research
in a variety of disciplines (Lages and Fernandes 2005; Long and Schiffman 2000).
However, the role of values in the context of higher education has received very little
attention. Scott and Lamont (1973) argue that personal values can have a direct effect
on the expectations of consumers on products and services, and the criteria used to
evaluate the performance of those products and services. More importantly, Vinson
and Gutman (1978), Vinson, Munson, and Nakanishi (1977), and Vinson, Scott, and
Lamont (1977) have shown that personal value systems have an impact on customer dis-
satisfaction, as they influence how individuals evaluate the service encounters.
There is a large body of literature to support the view that personal values influence
attitudes and behaviour. According to Rokeach (1973, 5), personal values are ‘enduring
beliefs that a particular mode of behaviour or end-state of existence is preferable to
opposite modes of behaviour or end-states’ . Personal values are useful in describing
the value structure of populations, and explaining the differences in value systems
among groups or individuals who have been defined a priori and as a criterion for cus-
tomer segmentation (Erdem, Oumilli, and Tuncalp 1999; Long and Schiffman 2000).
Rokeach (1973) proposes that the theory of personal values is relevant to all areas of
life, suggesting that it is one’s personal values that will influence one’s preferred
choice of behaviour in any given situation. This view is supported by Long and Schiff-
man (2000, 216),who state that personal values ‘guide actions, attitudes, judgments,
and comparisons across specific objects and situations’ .
Since the early work on personal values (Rokeach 1973; Skinner 1965), researchers
have proposed different value characteristics – including the need for warm relation-
ships, security, excitement, fun and enjoyment, and achievement (Kahle, Beatty, and
Homer 1986); equality, inner harmony and a comfortable life (Rokeach 1973); private
materialism (Easterlin and Crimmins 1991); enjoyment, security, achievement, self-
direction, restricted conformity, pre-social and maturity (Schwartz and Bilsky 1990);
and post-materialism (David and Davenport 1999)– to understand individual behaviour.
This study is focused on international education and, specifically, on international
business graduate students (see Grayson 2008) in Australian universities, a segment
which has shown continuous growth in enrolments in comparison to the declining trend
in undergraduate enrolments. The growth in demand for postgraduate studies has been
noted in almost all major international education-providing countries. For example, in
the year 2003–2004, postgraduate student enrolments in the USA increased by 2.4% and
are expected to increase further in the coming years. UK data for 2008–2009 indicates
that postgraduate enrolments are over 54% of the total enrolments (Higher Education Stat-
istics Agency 2010), while, in Australia, international postgraduate students account for
nearly 25% of all foreign students in higher education, and the numbers are expected to
grow significantly with the growth in demand from countries such as China (Australian
Education International 2008; Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs
2000; Ross 2010).
In 2009, education was Australia’s third biggest export sector, generating AU$18.6
billion and supporting over 125,000 jobs across Australia (Council of Australian Gov-
ernments 2010). This is in addition to the contribution of international students as part
of the skilled labour force, and the soft power (Nye 1991: the ability of a nation to
achieve what is desired through attraction) image advantages that Australia enjoys in
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Asia, the main source of its international students (Pokarier 2006). The importance of
international students to the national economies of the USA, UK and Canada is also
evident from the high international student enrolments in the USA (564,766), UK
(234,350) and Canada (140,724) recorded in 2006 (Department of Education, Employ-
ment and Workplace Relations 2010).
Aims
The article investigates the interactional effects of the internal and external environments
of student experience and personal values in the satisfaction formation process among
international postgraduate business students from four Asian countries. Internal
factors are aspects directly related to the university environment, over which the univer-
sity has control, while external factors are those related to the community environment,
over which the university has little or no control. Personal values are students’ individual
value characteristics that shape their evaluation of the factors related to the internal and
external learning environments, thus influencing student experience and satisfaction.
The research question investigated in the study is: ‘Is there a relationship between
the students’ experience of their internal and external learning environments and their
personal values in the satisfaction formation process of international postgraduate
business students from Asia?’
The following research hypotheses directed and influenced the theoretical frame-
work of the study, which is shown in Figure 1.
H1: University internal environment has a significant effect on student satisfaction.
H2: University external environment has a significant effect on student satisfaction.
H3: University external environment has a significant effect on university internal
environment in the satisfaction formation process.
H4: Personal values have a mediating influence on the external environment with regard
to student satisfaction.
H5: Personal values have a mediating influence on the internal environment with regard
to student satisfaction.
Figure 1. Conceptual framework.
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Methodology
The primary analysis methodology utilised in the article is of a quantitative nature.
However, preceding the quantitative phase, three focus groups with 31 participants
and 13 in-depth interviews were conducted. The objective of the qualitative research
was to verify and refine variables identified in the literature that were relevant to the
study. All participants of the qualitative phase were postgraduate international students
from four Australian universities in the state of Victoria. The participants were selected
with the assistance of the international student offices of the universities. The qualitat-
ive phase assisted with the development and piloting of the questionnaire; however,
the results of this phase are not reported in this article.
A self-completion questionnaire, incorporating 51 items based on the literature
review and representing the internal and external learning environments of students,
was designed for a mail survey. The internal environment was represented by 36
items, ranging from teaching, academic programs, image of institutions and tuition
fees to administrative and support services, while 15 items, ranging from accommo-
dation and safety to opportunities for employment and migration, represented the
external environment.
The questionnaire was also designed to assess the influence of personal values on
international student satisfaction. One of the most commonly used quantitative
measures of personal values is Kahle’s (1983) list of values, which consists of nine
personal values: sense of belonging, sense of accomplishment, fun and enjoyment,
warm relationships, excitement, being well-respected, security, self-respect and self-
fulfilment. Studies using the list of values in a number of consumption scenarios and
cultures have identified intrinsically oriented and extrinsic, hedonistic-oriented per-
sonal value domains (Jago 1997; Thrane 1997). The intrinsically oriented personal
value domain is generally associated with achievement-based personal values, such
as ‘ to have a sense of accomplishment or security’ . The hedonistic-oriented personal
value domain is comprised of ‘ to have fun and enjoyment and to have excitement’ .
The first part of the questionnaire was aimed at obtaining student responses with
regard to their expectations and perceptions of a university and the community environ-
ments. The second part was aimed at eliciting students’ overall impressions in the form
of their ‘most satisfactory’ and ‘most unsatisfactory’ experience at a university. The
third part related to obtaining information on personal values. The final part was
used to gather demographic and classificatory information. The questionnaire was
piloted on 12 international postgraduate students, resulting in minor amendments
that improved the format, content and appearance of the questionnaire.
The target population for the study was defined as fee-paying international post-
graduate students from China, India, Indonesia and Thailand. For this study, students
were sampled from five universities in Victoria, Australia. The mailing kit, which
included a copy of the questionnaire, a covering letter from the principal researcher,
the promotional flyer for the incentive, a letter from the Director of the International
Office inviting the co-operation of students to participate in the survey, and a self-
addressed reply-paid envelope, was provided to the international offices of the respect-
ive universities and distributed to the students. A total of 2514 kits were then mailed
through the university mail systems to all international postgraduate students, at each
of the five universities. It was then necessary to select the cohorts from China, India,
Indonesia and Thailand. Given the focus of the research and the support and involve-
ment of the universities, it was expected that students would be intrinsically motivated
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to provide accurate responses. The self-reporting of students’ lived experiences of
institutions and their community life is consistent with other studies examining
student experiences (see, for example, Grayson 2008; Nieto and Booth 2009; Trice
and Yoo 2007).
Structural equation modelling in AMOS was used to analyse the data, as it allows
the researchers to: (1) estimate multiple and inter-related relationships through multiple
regression equations and (2) represent unobserved concepts or variables in the relation-
ships. Structural equation modelling takes a confirmatory hypothesis testing approach
to the analysis of structural theory influencing phenomena. This methodology rep-
resents a causal approach that seeks to examine a set of relationships between one or
more independent variables and one or more dependent variables.
Results
A total of 573 usable responses were received and 162 questionnaires were returned
undelivered providing an acceptable response rate of 24% (Baruch 1999). The
student groups from China, India, Indonesia and Thailand selected for this study are
from the countries that represent 61% of all Asian postgraduate students studying in
Australia (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 2010).
From the responses received, the sample was reduced to 411 to include only respon-
dents from the four largest cohorts – China (17%), India (24%), Indonesia (32%)
and Thailand (27%). While the proportion of students from each country is not an
exact representation of the population, the sample from each country is large enough
to provide insightful results.
The age characteristics of the sample show that the majority of the sample (75%) are
students under 30 years of age. With regard to gender, slightly more than half of the
sample is male (54%).
The main constructs relating to international student satisfaction were developed
from the 51 items included in the questionnaire and were tested using confirmatory
factor analysis. Their relationship with satisfaction was analysed using structural
equation modelling. The university construct was measured as a latent construct reflect-
ing the consolidation of three important university attributes identified in the literature:
(1) education, (2) image and prestige, and (3) the use and availability of technology.
The community construct was measured as a latent construct reflecting the consolida-
tion of three important community attributes identified in the literature: (1) safety and
lifestyle, (2) accommodation, and (3) employment. Personal values were measured
using the list of values scales. Mediating relationships between the university construct,
personal values and satisfaction, and between the community construct, personal values
and satisfaction were proposed. Mediation implies a causal sequence among three vari-
ables, X (independent) to M (mediator) to Y (dependent). The independent variable
influences the mediator; and the mediator influences the dependent variable. Baron
and Kenny (1986, 1173) describe the mediator variable as ‘ the generative mechanism
through which the focal independent variable is able to influence the dependent variable
of interest’ .
The following is a summary of the constructs developed and tested in this study.
Education factor: the university maintains a high standard of teaching with quality
lecturers, provides opportunities to have good access to lecturers, and has lecturers
providing valuable feedback to students.
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Image and prestige factor: the university has an excellent image and prestige within
the student’s own country and internationally.
Technology factor: the university has modern and adequate computer facilities and
has good access to computer labs.
Employment factor: the community has opportunities for casual/part-time jobs for
students and migration.
Safety and lifestyle factor: the community is a safe place and is a racially tolerant
society.
Accommodation factor: the community has good standard accommodation at a
reasonable cost.
Self-efficacy factor: is a personal value construct comprised of the list of values
scale values of: to be well respected, to have self-respect, to have self-fulfilment,
to have a sense of accomplishment, to have a warm relationship with others, to
have a sense of belonging, and to have security.
Hedonism factor: is a personal values construct comprised of the list of values of
fun and excitement.
Figure 2 shows the relationship of these constructs and presents a model of international
student satisfaction. The model has been tested using AMOS 17.0 structural equation
modelling software with Bollen-Stine bootstrapping employed. Overall, the model of
international student satisfaction indicated a good fit with the data. All of the indices
represented were within the acceptable range for the sample size (see Table 1), and
the model accounted for 78% of variance.
When using structural equation modelling a series of goodness of fit measures are
used to assess that the model presented represents a good fit to the data. As can be seen
in Table 1 the fit measures suggest that the model presented in this article is a good fit to
the data.
Table 1. Key structural equation modelling indices.
Fit measure and Description Result
Χ2/df: The normed chi-square considers model complexity; it is also referred to
as an index of model parsimony (Hennig-Thurau 2004). The generally acceptable
values for the normed chi-square statistic are between 1.0 and 3.0.
2 82
GFI: The Goodness of Fit Index estimates the proportion of variability in the
sample covariance matrix explained by the model. A GFI greater than or equal to
0.9 indicates a good fit (Hair et al. 2006).
.93
CFI and TLI: Frequently reported incremental fit indices are the comparative fit
index and the Tucker Lewis index, which assess the relative improvement in fit of the
model in comparison with a baseline null model, or independence model. Models
with values that are 0.90 or more indicate good fit of the data to the model (Hair et al.
2006).
.96
RMR: The Root Mean Square Residual is an index based on the residuals. The RMR is
the square root of the average squared amount by which the sample variances and
covariances differ from their estimates obtained. Good fitting models have small
RMR, the closer to 0 the better (Kline 2005).
.02
RMSEA: The Root Mean-Square Error of Approximation allows for the error of
approximation in the population. A value of 0.08 or less for the RMSEA would
indicate a reasonable error of approximation (Browne and Cudeck 1993).
.06
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The interactional effects of the internal and external university environment, and the
influence of personal values on the satisfaction of international postgraduate students are
clearly evident in the analysis. The model shows a significant relationship between the
personal value construct of self-efficacy (β= .12, p < .05), the internal university
factors of education (β= .81, p < .05), image and prestige (β= .80, p < .05), technology
(β= .77, p < .05) and the university construct. The model also shows a clear significant
relationship between the personal value construct of hedonism (β= .37, p < .05), the
external university factors of employment (β= .75, p < .05), safety (β= .53, p < .05),
accommodation (β= .83, p < .05) and the general community construct.
The general community construct (β= .75, p < .05) is significantly related to the uni-
versity construct and to satisfaction (β= .72, p < .05), however, the relationship to
satisfaction is partially mediated by the hedonism personal value construct (β= .37,
p < .05 + β= −.15, p < .05). The university construct is also significantly related
Figure 2. Model of student satisfaction.
Note: X sig < .05, XX sig < .001.
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(β = .21, p < .05) to satisfaction; however, the relationship to satisfaction is partially
mediated by the self-efficacy personal value construct (β= .12, p < .05 + β= .092,
p < .05).
Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics associated with the variables that comprise
the constructs used in the structural equation model. All eight reflective constructs used
in the model are regarded as important to international students. It is interesting to note
that the values constructs of self-efficacy (6.3) and hedonism (5.5) attain the highest
ratings; in particular, the aspects regarding self-efficacy are seen as extremely important
drivers for international student satisfaction. It is also interesting to note that safety and
lifestyle within the host community (5.4) is equivalently rated with education/learning
aspects of the university (5.4). Image and prestige of the university (5.2), accessible and
Table 2. Descriptive statistics.
Construct
Factors and variables
tested Mean
Standard
deviation
Cronbach’s
Alpha
Self-efficacy Self-fulfilled 6.4 .9 .81
Security 6.3 .9
Accomplishment 6.2 .9
Belonging 5.7 1.0
Warm relationships 6.2 .8
Self-respect 6.5 .8
Well-respected 6.5 .8
TOTAL 6.3
Hedonism Fun 5.7 .9 .60
Excitement 5.3 1.0
TOTAL 5.5
Education Quality 5.5 1.1 .94
Access 5.4 1.1
Feedback 5.4 1.1
TOTAL 5.4
Image and prestige Image own country 4.9 1.3 .79
Image internationally 5.4 1.3
TOTAL 5.2
Technology Modern 4.9 1.4 .95
Access 4.8 1.4
TOTAL 4.9
Accommodation Accommodation cost 4.3 1.3 .79
Accommodation quality 5.0 1.0
TOTAL 4.7
Employment Casual jobs 4.3 1.2 .70
Migration opportunity 4.2 1.3
TOTAL 4.3
Safety and Safety 5.5 1.0 .78
lifestyle Lifestyle 5.3 1.2
TOTAL 5.4
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up-to-date technology at the university (4.9), quality accommodation (4.7) and employ-
ment opportunities (4.3), are regarded as important to international students. Table 2
also highlights that all constructs have acceptable internal reliability, with all constructs
having a Cronbach’s alpha above .70, apart from the Hedonism construct, which has an
acceptable score of 0.60.
Discussion
The analysis of the data indicates that there is a significant relationship between stu-
dents’ internal and external learning environments in the satisfaction formation
process, with personal values performing a mediating role. While the satisfaction
outcome is the result of the interacting effects of these two environments, the data indi-
cate that the external (community) environment has a greater influence than the internal
(university) environment on student satisfaction. The results emphasise the critical
importance of the host community relationships and the community’s attitudes
towards international students, which can take the form of being friendly, ambivalent
or antagonistic (Li and Gasser 2005), in the formation of student experience and satis-
faction (Sam 2001; Ward and Masgoret 2004). External community environments with
negative and indifferent attitudes are not necessarily the ‘best’ environments for all stu-
dents to interact with, depending on the personal characteristics and background of the
students. However, with guidance and support, students would be able maximise inter-
actions and engagement with the community and enhance their international student
experience. Universities could also advise international students to avoid localities
that are considered a safety risk.
The findings show the importance of internal environmental factors on student sat-
isfaction, including teaching quality (Chalmers 2007; Zhao et al. 2005), use of modern
technology in teaching, and the local and international image of universities, all of
which influence students’ perceptions of the academic standards of an institution. Inter-
national students are very concerned about the relationship between their study out-
comes and their future careers (Zepke and Leach 2007). In this context, the
relevance of program and course designs to meet industry standards becomes critical
in creating positive perceptions of academic quality.
The mediating influence of personal values on satisfaction is another important
finding of the study. The self-efficacy and hedonism constructs reflecting the nine
list of values items are found to be directly related to university internal and external
environments, respectively.
The results confirm that the self-efficacy values construct has a significant positive
influence on perceptions of the internal learning environment of the university and on
overall satisfaction. The construct suggests that, in the context of international post-
graduate students in Australia, students with greater self-efficacy attributes are motiv-
ated to maximise the benefits of the services and facilities within the university
environment. While the hedonism construct has a significant positive relationship
with factors external to the university, a significant negative relationship is evident
between hedonism and satisfaction. For example, if international students have too
much fun and enjoyment in community life, their academic achievements are likely
to be less satisfactory, which defeats the primary goal of being an international
student (i.e., to study and to achieve good results). This leads to a decrease in
overall satisfaction with their academic experience. Therefore, guidance and support
would be necessary to moderate such behaviour among students.
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These findings are supported by the model statistics indicating high predictive
ability of the variables and constructs explaining satisfaction. The hypotheses tested
in the model, measures of the strengths of associations, and significance tests are
given in Table 3. Hypotheses H1, H2 and H3 are accepted, whilst H4 and H5 are
partially accepted.
This research has identified that, with the increasing diversity of student cohorts and
operation in a globally competitive environment, the challenges faced by universities
worldwide to provide a more satisfying learning experience have become a topic of
interest both nationally and internationally. International student satisfaction in
higher education is a key measure of student engagement and student experience
with the overall learning environment. The literature is sparse on the experience of
international students and, in particular, postgraduate students. International graduate
students represent a large, valuable and growing segment of western university
student cohorts. Operating in a globally competitive environment, universities are
increasingly challenged to attract and retain students. Past research has largely
focused on factors related to the internal institutional environment as drivers of
student satisfaction, ignoring external factors that contribute significantly towards
the formation of student satisfaction. International students spend most of their
academic career in host communities, and their experience with the community
environment can have a major influence on their satisfaction. Similarly, there is very
limited research on the role of personal values in the satisfaction formation process.
The application of personal values to research on higher education has been a recent
phenomenon, and the research on the impact of personal values on student satisfaction
is still embryonic (Kilbourne, Grunhagen, and Foley 2005; Ledden, Kalafatis, and
Samouel 2007).
This study addressed these shortcomings by focusing on the interactional effects
of internal and external factors in the learning environment, and on the effects of
personal values on student satisfaction among international postgraduate students in
five Australian universities.
Conclusion
Our findings provide insights into the complex inter-relationships between the internal
and external learning environments and the influence of personal values in forming
student satisfaction. It makes several contributions to the student satisfaction literature.
First, international graduate student satisfaction is influenced by the student experience
of both internal and external learning environments. Second, the community environ-
ment in which the university is located, and where students spend the majority of their
time, has a greater impact on the satisfaction of international graduate students than the
internal environment of the university. Third, personal value constructs of self-efficacy
and hedonism have a mediating influence on the university and community environ-
ments as drivers of satisfaction.
Universities have focused on the internal learning environment, with very little
attention paid to the influence of the external environment (Ward and Masgoret
2004). This article argues that an international student’s experience is determined not
only by their education experience but also by their home life, job, relationships,
security and meaningful community engagement, all of which are integral to students’
well-being (Council of Australian Governments 2010). Given the significant influence
of the external community environment (over which universities have little or no
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Table 3. Hypotheses testing.
Hypothesis Factors and variables tested β Significance Acceptance
H1: University internal environment has a
significant effect on student satisfaction.
Latent construct: university. Consolidation of
seven variables in three factors: education,
image and prestige, and technology.
.21 p < .05 Yes
H2: University external environment has a
significant effect on student satisfaction.
Latent construct: community. Consolidation of
six variables in three factors:
accommodation,employment, safety and life-
style.
.72 p < .001 Yes
H3: University external environment has a
significant effect on university internal
environment in the satisfaction formation
process.
Latent constructs: community and university .75 p < .001 Yes
H4: Personal values have a mediating influence Latent construct: hedonism.
on the external environment with regard to Consolidation of two list of values items.
student satisfaction. - Influence on external environment .37 p < .001 Partial
- Influence on satisfaction (direct) − .15 p < .001
*Mediating influence of self-efficacy values on
the external environment and student
satisfaction was not established.
H5: Personal values have a mediating influence Latent construct: self-efficacy.
on the internal environment with regard Consolidation of seven list of Values items.
to student satisfaction. - Influence on internal environment .12 p < .05 Partial
- Influence on satisfaction (direct) .10 p < .05
*Mediating influence of hedonism values on the
internal environment and student satisfaction
was not established.
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control) on student satisfaction (as confirmed in the studies of Gracia-Aracil et al. 2009;
Sam 2001), it is necessary for universities to develop strategies to enhance
greater student interactions and relationships with the community, although it is
expected that students at postgraduate level should take responsibility for their inter-
actions with the external environment. It is also recognised that many students may
not be living independently in their home countries and may not have developed
adequate life skills to understand and to negotiate the complexities of a foreign
environment without support networks. University support, therefore, could enhance
these interactions.
Many universities are already engaged with local communities through a variety
of programs that include community welfare, academic services and social network-
ing. These programs can be further enhanced to focus on international student needs,
in order to promote greater interaction with the community. Student orientation pro-
grams can include advice and guidance on the skills required to build community
relationships. University services may be further extended towards securing suitable
and affordable accommodation, part-time employment and ensuring personal
security, which are key needs for a stable student life within the host community.
Universities can also assist students when they experience problems, even if only
to refer them to appropriate external bodies. The Australian Government has
pledged funding through its five-year (2010–2014) international students strategy
to support a national community engagement program to promote best practice in
community engagement, and to help develop local partnerships. This strategy will
encourage and support local efforts to involve international students in community
life, and will make them feel welcome and a part of their local communities
(Council of Australian Governments 2010).
Another important consideration is the rising expectations of international students
of academic quality, service and value-for-money, as students take on a greater share of
the burden of financing their studies (Coaldrake 2001). This study has found that the
high expectations of university deliverables are common among all four groups of
students, and universities need to be cautious about potentially raising unrealistic
student expectations by promising what institutions cannot deliver consistently,
properly and profitably.
In conclusion, universities need to recognise that postgraduate students, all of
whom have prior experience in a university service environment (unlike undergradu-
ate students), will evaluate educational services differently, resulting in the formation
of different attitudes towards service performance. In this context, a good under-
standing of students’ prior learning and cultural background before they enter uni-
versities becomes essential. With a deeper understanding of the drivers of
satisfaction and the backgrounds of students, universities can develop strategies to
address different student needs and aspirations, and enhance the life experience of
students during their university career. This study extends knowledge on a relatively
neglected area of research, and particularly in the area of student satisfaction in the
four nationality groups studied. A key contribution of this research is the emphasis
gained on understanding the international student body at a deeper personal level,
which will enable services to be better targeted by universities. This article has
focused on the international student sample as a whole and has not compared
responses from different national groups. The authors intend to do this as an exten-
sion to the study.
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